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Introduction

Achievement testing has long been a major fixture of the American educational landscape. Tests
are used to monitor the quality of school systems, evaluate education policies and programs,
make important instructional decisions about students, and leverage major educational change
(Baker & Linn, 1997; Linn, 1986). In recent years, student testing—particularly from the point of
view of the teacher—has become increasingly complex as classrooms have become inundated by
growing numbers of mandated tests, new forms of student assessment, and a host of educational
reform initiatives that demand accountability and are linked to testing (Cizek, 1995).

Educators, reformers, and researchers have begun to recognize some of the challenges schools
face using multiple student assessments. For example, coordinating assessment activities and
aligning them with a common “vision” for student achievement can be very demanding work for
schools, particularly when, as research has consistently shown, few teachers and administrators
have received formal training in assessment (Resnick & Resnick, 1989; Schafer & Lissitz, 1987,
Sokoloff, 1987; Stiggins, 1995, Stiggins & Conklin, 1992; Wise, Lukin, & Roos, 1991). The
national organizations, the research community, and state and local education agencies have
attempted to provide guidance to schools regarding the use of student assessments. Nevertheless,
it not well understood how—or how well—schools are using these supports.

This report addresses some of these issues by summarizing findings from an exploratory study of
the school-based assessment practices in a sample of elementary, middle, and secondary schools.
The purposes of the study were twofold: (1) to add to the growing base of knowledge about how
schools use student assessment data obtained from multiple sources to inform important
decisions about programs, instruction, and individual students; and (2) to identify and describe
the factors and conditions that make schools’ use of the student assessment data more probable
and valuable. Specifically, four variables were examined in this study:

1. The indicators of performance used by schools to assess student achievement in core
subject areas such as mathematics, reading, and writing

2. The users of assessment information
The purposes for which student assessment data are used

4. The processes that support and enhance school staff competency in using student
assessments and interpreting their results

These variables can be used in the future as the basis for a more comprehensive evaluation of
school-based student assessment practices in districts and states. In the near term, the findings
summarized in this report are intended to help state, regional, and local education agencies “take
stock” of their current capacity to assist schools in developing, implementing, and overseeing
student assessment systems; and their ability to help decision makers maximally use the
information garnered from these systems.

First, we will summarize recent trends in state testing and the accountability uses of assessment
results to provide a broader context for understanding the environment in which school-based
student assessment systems are often situated.

Q
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Background/Context

Policymakers, educators, and the general public are looking once again to student assessment as
a catalyst for education reform because of its reputed ability to leverage instructional
improvement and to hold school systems accountable for their results. Recent mandates for
improved student outcomes have shifted focus away from assessments that test students’
“minimal” skills to those that emphasize high standards in skill areas that are considered
necessary for success in today’s technologically advanced society. Specifically, today’s
educational reforms are often linked to state frameworks that broadly specify the content and
knowledge expectations for all students. In addition, state frameworks also serve as guidance for
local curriculum development, textbook selection, teacher professional development, and
evaluation of schools (Baker & Linn, 1997).

The standards movement, which has origins in national education initiatives, such as America
2000 and its predecessor, Goals 2000, can be attributed to research on how children learn, the
effects of minimum competency testing on instruction, and on the public’s demand to hold
schools accountable for student achievement (Darling-Hammond & Wise, 1985; Glaser & Silver,
1994; Herman, Dreyfus, & Golan, 1990; Herman & Golan, 1991; Madaus, 1988; Shepard, 1989).
In response, states have, one by one, made student assessment the centerpiece of their school
reform and improvement efforts. Today, 49 states have implemented a statewide exam—46 of
these measure student achievement relative to specified content and performance standards in
core subjects such as reading, math, and science (Council of Chief State School Officers, 1998).
Increasingly, state assessments are being linked to policies that hold school systems, teachers and
administrators, and the students themselves accountable for students’ performance. Students’
scores on state assessments are, for example, reported in the newspaper and other media as a
matter of public accounting; are used as a basis for determining rewards and sanctions for
schools and their staffs; and are used in making decisions about whether to graduate students or
promote them to the next grade.

The increased use of state assessments as a basis for school improvement and accountability has
placed new demands on schools that already use their own assessments to measure what their
students know and can do. These school exams include (1) classroom assessments such as
teacher-made quizzes and tests and informal observations of students’ learning; (2) school
assessments such as student writing portfolios or other projects that are used to unify the
curriculum and assess student proficiencies in multiple subject areas; and (3) district assessments
such as commercially purchased standardized achievement tests that can be administered under
uniform conditions in many schools simultaneously. Thus, teachers and administrators can easily
be inundated with information about the performance of their students.

To prevent this, schools must implement assessment systems that are not only aligned and
integrated with local curricula, instructional practices, and professional development strategies,
but also contribute to the goal of increasing student achievement based on rigorous content
standards. This is complex, demanding work that can take several years. Similarly, managing,
synthesizing, interpreting, and using student assessment data obtained from a multifaceted

! See also National Council on Education Standards and Testing, 1992; National Education Goals Panel, 1991; and
U.S. Department of Education, 1991, 1994.
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assessment system can be a daunting task for educators, particularly when (a) the assessment
system lacks coherence; (b) school staff do not have training or experience in student
assessment; and (c) the time, attention, and energies of teachers and administrators are stretched
to personal limits.

Method

Participants

A total of nine public schools—five elementary, three middle, and one high school—were
selected for the study based on nominations made by Michigan State Board of Education staff.
Specifically, they were asked to identify schools they thought represented a range of experiences
relating to:

e Using assessments that are aligned with district and/or state standards.
o Using assessments as part of schoolwide improvement efforts.

o Having current or prior teacher involvement in assessment development or related
activities.

e Providing professional development support for teachers using student assessments
and their results.

o Using assessment data as the basis for making instructional, program, and policy
decision making.

Additional measures were taken to maximize the representation of schools in this study. Selected
schools were located in different regions of the state and were diverse in terms of the size of their
student enrollments and key student characteristics (e.g., SES, ethnicity). Table 1 summarizes
some of the key characteristics of schools that were visited by NCREL researchers.

A total of 46 interviews were conducted in the nine sites. The interviewees included regular,
bilingual, and Title I teachers; building principals; district curriculum and assessment
coordinators; assistant superintendents; and, in one case, a district superintendent. Teachers were
selected by their district’s curriculum director or principal based on their prior experience with
using student assessments and data. For example, some teachers were selected for interview
because they had been involved in developing assessments for their school or district. Others
were members of their school’s improvement team, participated in local efforts to align the
curriculum with standards, or served on district or state committees for content standards and
benchmarks. In addition, at each school, some teachers were purposely chosen because they had
little or no experience in any of these areas.

NCREL is aware that it is not possible to “see the whole picture” without interviewing more
educators in more schools. Moreover, we acknowledge the fact that schools and individuals were
not selected randomly for the study. Quite the contrary, they were, in addition to the criteria shown
above, identified by SEA staff based on their reputations, personal contacts with the agency, and/or

)
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general willingness to participate in studies like ours—criteria that may reflect personal biases.
Nonetheless, we do maintain that the sample is adequate to explore issues relating to student
assessment and is consistent with the formative and exploratory nature of this study.

Procedures

Two NCREL researchers visited each of the nine schools. Semistructured interview protocols
(see Appendices A and B) were used to guide discussions with teachers, principals, and district-
level staff. These interviews typically took one day to complete. In addition, school and district
staff were asked to provide any documents they thought would help researchers better
understand the student assessments they develop and/or use locally, as well as their efforts to set
standards, align curriculum, or both. All study participants were assured that their identities and
those of their schools would be kept confidential. Therefore, all direct quotations and documents
used in this report are not traceable to their source by name.

Table 1. Characteristics of Participating Schools

% Minority

el oERLunch®  (non- Pz;?f;;zo $$/Pupil® Ag’flfl;ﬁ"
caucasian)
liii;tgf 31 22 4,400 47,700
School A. E, Rur 34 3 17 4,600 41,600
School B E, Sub 9 6 22 4,100 56,600
School C E, Urb 90 23 30 4,300 56,700
School D E, Sub 17 30 23 4,900 51,400
School E E, Rur 9 5 2 4,500 55,500
SchoolF  MS, Rur 28 3 20 4,500 45,500
School G MS, Rur 26 6 22 4,900 49,900
SchoolH  MS, Urb 50 47 18 4,700 46,200
School I HS, Sub 2 6 20 4,900 47,300

*E = Elementary, MS = Middle School, HS = High School; Rur = Rural, Urb = Urban, Sub = Suburban
® Free/Reduced Lunch (Rounded)

° Expenditure per pupil (Rounded)

d Average Teacher Salary (Rounded)

Data Analysis

Researchers’ notes, direct quotations obtained from informants, and relevant documents
collected from schools were analyzed for content and theme. One-page, school-level summaries
of these notes are included in Appendix C.

4 8 North Central Regional Educational Laboratory




Findings

The findings presented in this report are the result of cross-site analyses of interview and
document review data obtained from nine schools in Michigan. The results of these analyses are
presented according to key characteristics that, fogether, distinguish schools that have made
significant progress in implementing school-based student assessment systems from those that
are, to date, not as far along. For the sake of parsimony, we culled schools into two groups based
on these characteristics and identified them as having “well-developed” (N=4) or “less-
developed” (N=5) assessment systems.

Specifically, schools with well-developed assessment systems distinguish themselves from
schools with less-developed assessment systems because:

1. They align local curriculum, standards, and assessments to state content standards.
2. They analyze assessment results to monitor student progress.

3. They use state assessment results to check the validity of local assessment systems.
4

They use assessment results to evaluate the efficacy of local curriculum and instructional
practices.

5. They limit the number of student assessments used to those that are purposeful and can
be aligned with local curriculum and state standards. :

6. They allocate time for teachers to collaborate, reflect, and make data-based decisions—
individually or in teams—based upon student assessment data and their instructional

implications.

The majority of the findings section will focus on the schools with well-developed assessment
systems in an attempt to describe not only what they are doing to develop these systems, but also
how they are managing this challenging work. The schools with less-developed assessment
systems were either not as advanced as the well-developed schools or were grappling with the
challenges associated with implementing their own school-based assessment systems. The
variability in the quality of the assessment systems at these schools and in the issues they faced
was substantial. Detailing all of these differences is beyond the scope of this paper. Instead, a
brief description within the section for each major finding will contrast how the characteristic
was manifested in these less-developed schools and, where applicable, what important barriers
related to the issue. Examples of school activities and quotations from informants will be used to
illustrate findings throughout this report.

Finding 1: Schools with well-developed assessment systems align local
curriculum, standards, and assessments to state content standards.

Each of the schools visited was aware of increased accountability to educators, policymakers, the
community, and the media to meet state student achievement standards. States use large-scale
standardized assessments to indicate the extent to which students are achieving the standards,
which in turn reflects the impact of a school’s educational programming on individuals and

Q
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distinct demographic groups. One distinction between schools with well-developed and less-
developed assessment systems was their response to rigorous state standards.

Schools with well-developed assessment systems responded in an organized, methodical fashion
to rising standards by improving alignment within their local curriculum while ensuring that

local standards were consistent with those of the state. This foundation allowed for the
«dentification of local assessments that could indicate student mastery of standards as they were
taught. As a result, these schools had balanced assessment systems of which large-scale
assessments were one, but not the primary, indicator of success.” Aligned local assessment tools
were designed to provide feedback to students, teachers, and parents regarding mastery of
particular standards relatively rapidly and inexpensively when compared to statewide
assessments. Examples of aligned local assessment tools and their impact on the teaching process
will be described in greater detail later in this report (see Finding 4).

The process of achieving alignment within these schools was lengthy, arduous, and
collaborative. Schools reported spending several years creating time in already-busy schedules,
increasing the responsibilities of teachers, and seeking specific professional development to
accomplish the task. Typically, this work was viewed as a component of the schools’ overall
improvement efforts. Schools collaborated with their local school districts or their IEAs
throughout the alignment process, and some schools also involved members of the community.

In each well-developed system, alignment began with a detailed analysis of the local curriculum.
This analysis required reflecting on several other sources of data, including the state content
standards and results from state and local assessments for each subject area and grade, K-12.
Therefore, schools with good assessment systems integrated their own history of assessment
performance into the alignment and development process. The specific approach to this work
varied, but the following four common activities (described in more detail below) tended to drive
the process:

1. Curriculum analysis

2. Realignment of the local curriculum

3. Alignment of the local assessment system
4

Reflection upon two data sources: (a) finding from the curriculum analysis and (b) results
from state and local assessment in various K-12 subject areas

2 The large-scale state assessment tool that is referenced throughout is the Michigan Educational Assessment
Program (MEAP), begun in 1969. The MEAP has evolved over the years in response to current research in learning,
new areas of emphasis in curriculum and assessment, and increased interest in the performance and accountability of
Michigan public schools (Michigan State Board of Education, 1999). The latest generation of the MEAP maintains
its close relationship to the Michigan Curriculum Framework (MCF) (Michigan Department of Education, 1996),
but has shifted its focus away from testing students’ minimum, or basic, skills to an emphasis on problem solving
and processes—skills Michigan considers essential for students’ educational development. In addition to using data
from the MEAP, Michigan encourages educators to use and review extensive local assessment data to measure
student achievement of core content standards and benchmarks at classroom, school, and district levels (Michigan
Department of Education, 1996).
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Curriculum analysis. This analysis involved a comparison between the local curriculum and
state standards. Schools outlined where state content standards and benchmarks were being
taught within subject areas and throughout the local K-12 continuum.

Curriculum maps were used as tools by several schools to help organize the curriculum analysis
process. The maps illustrated “gaps,” or evidence that certain state standards and benchmarks
were not being addressed sufficiently in the local curriculum. They also documented “overlaps,”
or evidence that certain state standards and benchmarks were being covered in excess from
subject area to subject area or from grade to grade.

Curriculum maps also provided data regarding the within-school alignment of curriculum goals
as students moved through courses and/or grades, as well as the between-school/district and
state/nation alignment of the local curriculum to state and national standards.

Figure 1 is an adaptation from a curriculum map that existed at one of the schools studied. It
illustrates in which courses specific arithmetic curriculum strands, content standards, and skills
are taught.® A series of generic curriculum strands, content standards, and skills are organized in
the left-hand portion of the map; the right-hand portion illustrates the sequence of math courses
in that particular school. In this example, the definitions of each strand, standard, and skill are
not indicated and are not important for our purposes. However, schools that go through the
curriculum mapping process would need their curriculum at-hand to make the map meaningful.

Educators can view each academic skill on the map, which is embedded within a content

standard and a curriculum strand, and can move across the courses to see in what course that skill
is being taught. For example, Skill 1 within Content Standard 2 and Curriculum Strand IT is
taught in trigonometry and pre-calculus.

Looking at the map in Figure 1, it is clear there are five gaps of specific skills in the math
curriculum. Numerous skill overlaps are shown as well, indicating that some topics are not
covered at all, while others are covered again and again.

Realignment of the local curriculum. Schools made decisions to adjust the curriculum
according to their hypotheses. They advised other educational stakeholders, such as parents and
students, of new curricular standards through presentations and/or written documents.

Alignment of the local assessment system. Schools ensured that local assessment tools measured
state standards and benchmarks as they were represented in the revised curriculum. In some
districts, schools worked together to standardize assessment tools for certain benchmarks at the
classroom level. Again, specific examples of local assessment tools will be offered later in this
report (see Finding 4).

3 Curriculum strands are clusters of related content standards representing disciplines or common themes. Content
standards are descriptions of knowledge students should acquire in core academic subjects. Skills are descriptions of
abilities students should acquire in core academic subjects.

IToxt Provided by ERI
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Reflection upon two data sources:

a. Findings from the curriculum analysis (i.., local curriculum gaps and/or overlaps)

b. Results from state and local assessment in various subject areas, K~12

Schools compared characteristics of the curriculum to trends in student performance. This
comparison often led to hypotheses regarding the curriculum’s effect on assessment results.

In looking at the data in Figure 1, it would be important to understand if gaps in the curriculum
were related to low performance on assessment items related to those skills. This finding could
lead to the hypothesis that lack of teaching those skills had a negative impact on student
performance. However, if students performed well on assessment items related to those skills, it
could be hypothesized that no instruction was merited for those skills. Furthermore, there may be
a rational, curriculum-related reason that certain topics are covered in several courses; schools
should consider assessment results and local goals and needs when reviewing curriculum gaps
and overlaps.

In each of the schools with well-developed assessment systems, the process of aligning the
curriculum and adjusting the assessment system was done over an extended period of time, and
both continued to be reflected upon and modified as local needs were discovered or as state
criteria changed.

Schools with less-developed assessment systems were either in the beginning stages of the
alignment process or had yet to begin this work. Each of these schools was engaged in ongoing
initiatives to improve student achievement and some were involved in initiatives aimed at
improving student assessment. Yet because the schools were unable to articulate the connection of
their assessment tools to state standards, to their local curriculum, and/or to each other, their
assessment efforts did not operate in unison and hence did not compose an assessment “system.”
For example, one of the schools was in the beginning stages of aligning its curriculum and
improving its collection and use of student achievement data. A school-improvement team had
been charged with developing a vision for improvement and detailing changes to the assessment
system. The present assessment practices were reportedly based on individual teacher
interpretations of the standards and curriculum, and a variety of data collection tools (e.g., teacher-
made tests, chapter tests from texts, teacher observations). Teachers remarked that they were all
“doing their own thing”; that assessment at their school was not systematic; and that decisions
about their curriculum and assessment tools were based more on philosophy than on data.

Another school had gone through the alignment process with the aid of many of its teachers and
had identified weaknesses in its curriculum (e.g., lack of consistency with state standards and
benchmarks or over-/under-representation of topics). They were using large-scale assessment
tools to identify high-risk students most in need of interventions, and fine-grained (i.e.,
individual) tools to intervene and track progress of individuals in accordance with several school
initiatives. This school was moving in the right direction, yet seemed stuck at this point.
Specifically, they had difficulty conceptualizing how to organize and use their various data
sources to help them set goals and improve practices. Moreover, one teacher performing
individual interventions with the highest-risk students did not know if teachers were using data
generated by her sessions to guide their own work.

~ North Central Regional Educational Laboratory 9
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Finding 2: Schools with well-developed assessment systems analyze assessment
data to monitor student progress.

Schools with well-developed assessment systems used multiple sources of data to evaluate their
own longitudinal performance, as well as their performance relative to local and statewide
trends. Quantitative analyses of state assessment data went above and beyond reviewing standard
reports. Instead, schools found ways to individualize the information and/or format of the reports
to meet their specific needs. In some cases this meant disaggregating state assessment data to
reflect specific student populations or producing reports on individual student trendsina
particular topic strand. Other assessment data, such as locally administered standardized
achievement tests, computerized reading and math screenings, or developmental checklists were
also included in quantitative analyses.

To make this level of specificity in data analysis possible, the schools used at least one of the
following resources:

a. A “data guru.” This person was a school (principal), district (curriculum director), and/or
Intermediate Educational Agency (IEA) leader who had extensive experience in
aggregating and disaggregating assessment data and who was effective at building that
capacity in others. The leader modeled and facilitated an analytical, data-based approach
to educational decision making. He or she encouraged staff to go beyond the role of data
consumer and provided the training and time to analyze assessment data and plan
interventions accordingly. One principal, herself a data guru, captured the importance of
her expertise in this area:

The role of principal has gone beyond instructional leadership and more toward
management. That is part of the reason why many [principals] are struggling. Data use
and dissemination of information is a big part of instructional leadership.

b. A “number cruncher.” If this person was not also the data guru, he or she was typically
someone in the district research office who collected, housed, and provided reports on
student assessment data, both state and local (e.g., evaluation specialist). In addition, this
person responded to school requests to provide individualized reports and provided some
professional development for educators. Two major benefits associated with having a
research office or evaluator in this position were reportedly:

a. Evaluators in the research office have the skills and time to respond to specific
questions related to student performance. According to one principal, schools need
this support:

I am not a researcher, and I would be lost without these data. They are so beneficial.

b. By working with individuals who are trained in evaluation and research, educators are

able to make better use of assessment data by requesting data that is tailored to their
specific needs or reports that are “user-friendly.” One principal remarked,

10 ' North Central Regional Educational Laboratory



Some of the data I don't care about. They let me personalize the data for my building.
They find a way to make [the data] useful...and using [it] rewarding. There is so
much good going on with understanding and interpreting data here. States should
think in terms of how they can learn from [from this approach].

As a result of continuously analyzing and reflecting upon data in a collaborative fashion, schools
had many information feedback loops related to school and individual student performance. Each
time they reflected upon data, they had an opportunity to make revisions and improvements.
Therefore, none of the four schools with well-developed assessment systems reported relying
primarily on large-scale, relatively infrequent assessments to inform their work. Rather, they
integrated data from multiple sources to form a cohesive picture of school and student progress.

Schools with less-developed assessment systems were not as advanced in their use of assessment
data to monitor student progress. Stakeholders at these schools often pointed to their own lack of
technical expertise as a barrier to using assessment data. Schools with less-developed assessment
systems either lacked the resources needed to build this capacity in the staff (i.e., no data guru
and/or number cruncher) or there was insufficient sharing and communication between those
with these skills and those needing the information. Some administrators at these sites admitted
to having difficulty poring over and making sense out of standard reports from state assessments,
instead relying heavily on individual teacher quizzes, tests, and observations for guidance.

Others talked about efforts to have teachers discuss student progress in various subject areas
according to standardized rubrics, but had not begun to analyze the quantifiable, local data.
Unable to take full advantage of student assessment data, these educators seemed to struggle
more with increasing accountability and community attention to student achievement.

Finding 3: Schools with well-developed assessment systems use state assessment
data to check the validity of local assessment systems.

Schools with well-developed assessment systems also used state standardized assessment results
to validate local assessment tools. To determine the validity of student performance across
various tools, outcomes from state assessments were compared with outcomes from locally
administered standardized tests and other assessment tools (e.g., computerized reading and math
screenings, reading “running records”). This comparison informed educators if student
performance at the individual, classroom, and school level was consistent as measured by these
different tools. State assessments also provided data that helped schools validate the alignment of
their local curricula to state standards as well as the efficacy of their teaching practices.

Schools found ways to aggregate data across several assessment instruments, which helped
identify trends across levels of analyses (e.g., student, classroom, school). Following are four of
the strategies used by schools with well-developed assessment systems to do this work, including
three levels of data aggregation and standardized test item analyses:

1. Student Profiles. These profiles allow educators to view an assessment “snapshot” of
each child and to identify the degree his or her performances are consistent across various
assessment instruments. Student profiles help generate hypotheses about individual
children, local assessment tools, the curriculum, and teaching practices (see sample).

Q . .
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Sample Student Profile

Observation: The child pérformed well in reading comprehension on local
assessments and on the district-administered standardized test, but had difficulty
with the same skill on the state standardized test.

Hypothesis about the child: The child does well with reading comprehension,
but had an “off” day when the state test was administered.

Hypothesis about local assessment tools: The local assessments are not tapping
into state standards in reading comprehension.

Hypothesis about the curriculum: We need to devote more time on reading
comprehension with this child.

Hypothesis about teaching practices: This child is not learning reading
comprehension skills the way we are presently teaching them.

2. Classroom Profiles. This method, typically done on a spreadsheet, allows for
analyzing performance patterns and generating hypothesis for individual students
and groups of students, and across the entire class.

3. School Profile. This method, again done on a spreadsheet, allows for analyzing
performance patterns and generating hypothesis within grade levels or subject
areas. It gives a “big picture” of performance trends throughout the school. For
example, one principal reported using these data to identify, then intervene with
teachers whose students consistently performed lower on a variety of assessments
compared to other teachers. The principal indicated that these data neutralize
potentially daunting conversations by providing objective information that can be
further probed to identify more specific instructional needs. Further, attempts by
the teacher to improve his or her teaching can be evaluated with the same data.
The principal acknowledged that many teachers have had negative experiences
when using student data because they have been “hit over the head with it.”
Therefore, the principal used data constructively and attempted to frame these
conversations proactively.

4. Standardized Test Item Analyses. These analyses involve examining response patterns on
specific standardized test items in different topic areas and generating hypotheses about
the potential causes of these patterns.

Figure 2 shows an example of an item classification chart, a tool some schools use to analyze
their performance on items appearing on their states’ assessment. In this example, a school not
only analyzed the performance of its students on individual items compared to the performance
of students from other schools, it also explored student performance on “easy” (i.e., problems
that most students answer correctly) and “hard” items (i.e., problems that most students do not
answer correctly).

Qo 12 North Central Regional Educational Laboratory
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The item classification chart plots items in four areas according to (a) a school’s performance on
an item relative to a comparison group (e.g., all schools in the state or district) and (b) the
difficulty of the item (expressed as a percentage of all students in the state who answered the
item correctly). Items that fall into each of the four areas on the chart have implications for
instruction, though those that are located in Priority Areas One and Two tend to generate the
most discussion, hypothesizing, and problem solving on the part of participating school staff. For
instance, items that are located in Priority Areas One and Two may be further analyzed to
examine students’ responses to incorrect items. These analyses are typically referred to as “error
analyses.” For example, when students consistently select or write the same wrong answer, they
may have learned the wrong information in class or have similar misconceptions about the nature
of the problem, its answer, or both. On the other hand, when students make or select a variety of
incorrect responses to a test item, they may have not been sufficiently exposed to the material
tested by the item and could be guessing at its answer.

Figure 2. Item Classification Chart

% Correct Performance Relative to Comparison Group (in percentage points)
Easier Items 100 Priority E
Area
ONE
75
50
Priority
Area
25 E

More Difficult 0

Priority Area One: Items that were easy for the comparison group but were very difficult for your school.
Implications: These items test skills that were probably not taught in your school. Your school should consider
focusing on teaching these skills.

Priority Area Two: Items that range from easy to very difficult for the comparison group but were very difficult for
your school. Implications: Ttems near the top of Area Two involve skills that were probably taught, but not
effectively and therefore should be considered for further review. Items near the bottom of Area Two were difficult
for the comparison school and your school, indicating perhaps that they are faulty.

Priority Area Three: Items that range from easy to very difficult for the comparison group but were relatively easy
for your school. Implications: Items that appear in Area Three are a lower priority for your school and should be
addressed only after those appearing in Areas One and Two have been addressed.

Priority Area Four: Items that range from easy to very difficult for the comparison group but were very easy for
your school. Implications: Items in this area suggest that teaching and learning has been effective. If your students
tend to score very high on the test, most items will appear in this area. If this is the case, you should prioritize by
addressing the most difficult items first.
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Educators at schools with less-developed assessment systems discussed having difficulty relating
to student performance data from standardized state assessments, which, they felt, did not
accurately reflect the complex issues of their student populations. For example, some schools
had large and diverse groups of students for which English was not their first language. The
emerging ability to read and write English, they felt, introduced a confound for many students
that was not sufficiently addressed by large-scale assessments and was not clearly reflected in the
results as they were reported. One informant in this situation remarked that large-scale state
assessments did not reflect “what we know about our students.” That is, the students reportedly
performed well on local, school-based assessments but did not perform well on the state, large-
scale assessment. The validity of these perceptions, however, was unknown at these schools, as
systematic comparisons of student performance across various assessment tools was not being
done. Without these analyses, these schools were unable to rely on objective data to demonstrate
their assertions or to suggest if specific changes in local assessment tools needed to take place.

Finding 4. Schools with well-developed assessment systems use assessment data
to evaluate the efficacy of local curriculum and instructional practices.

Changes to instructional practices occur at the large-scale (i.e., school, classroom) and finer-
grain levels. Schools with well-developed assessment systems used universal assessment tools or
practices that supported instructional decisions at each of these levels. Like most schools, they
used assessment tools at the large-scale level (such as standardized tests) that were familiar to all
teachers, yet were administered infrequently. More uniquely, these schools also used or
developed assessments at the finer-grained, individual level that were common throughout the
school and were administered and analyzed frequently to gauge student progress.

For example, one school created a continuum to document each child’s progress through the
developmental stages of reading from kindergarten through second grade (See Appendix D).
This tool, adopted by the school based on its philosophy of continuous progress, is ideally geared
to make fine-grained decisions about individual instructional needs. As children consistently
demonstrate reading behaviors, teachers reflect this mastery on the continuum, which follows the
child’s progress along several dimensions (i.e., comprehension, word identification, attitude)
from year to year. Each week, teachers meet to discuss individual student progress along the
continuum and to ensure that they are in agreement in its use and interpretation. When the
continuum reveals gaps in a student’s reading skills, teachers hold conferences with the students
and, if necessary, their parents, to problem solve and set instructional goals.

Because reading skills vary and progress along the continuum occurs at different rates among
students, teachers at this school also use the continuum for larger-scale decisions about
classroom organization during reading instruction. Reading instruction occurs at a consistent
time between the lower elementary grades, allowing for flexible groupings of children based on
their current reading skills rather than their grade level. Hence, students at the “emergent” level
will work with one teacher; those at the “beginning” level will work with another, and so on.

As students raise their skill level, they “flex” (i.e., move) to the more challenging group.
Reportedly, this assessment tool has not only allowed teachers to better tailor their reading
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instruction, but helped identify instructional needs in teachers (i.e., those whose teaching
practices did not support the concept of continuous progress). The success of this tool motivated
the third- through fifth-grade teachers to extend the continuum to these grades, improving the
continuity and standardization of reading assessment throughout this elementary school.

Teachers in another district worked together to identify two to three standard summative
assessments for each district standard in each grade and subject area. After a student has shown
mastery of a skill based on the teacher’s formative assessment tools (such as observations,
classroom tests, and so on), the teacher must use at least one of the districtwide summative
assessment tools to “certify” mastery of the standard. Before teachers begin a lesson, they
identify which standards are being addressed, what corrective actions they will take with students
who do not show mastery of the standards, and what enrichment activities they will provide for
students who show mastery more rapidly than others (see the Teaching for Mastery tool in
Appendix D). Again, these tools help teachers individualize their instruction according to the
different needs of their students and also facilitate flexible groupings within classes based on
student’s skills. They also ensure some consistency in how children are evaluated within
classrooms throughout the district.

Similarly, another school anticipated variable performance among students on formative
assessments and designed the following instructional model to manage this:

At appropriate times (e.g., after a lesson, after the completion of an instructional unit), students
are assessed on the related standard(s). If the students demonstrate mastery of the standard(s),
this is documented with an “M,” and the students are moved on to an “enrichment” experience.
Students who have not mastered the standard are given an “I” (i.e., incomplete) and are sent
through a “reteaching loop,” or supplemental instruction. This instruction includes extra work
in class, after school, or at Saturday School. Data regarding each student’s mastery on various
standards are accumulated over the years and form a portion of the student’s performance
record related to promotional decisions.

Each of these examples suggests a flexible approach to teaching based on individual student
needs and an attempt to frequently assess and calibrate instruction to constantly changing student
skills. Yet not enough is known about the content of the “corrective” and “enrichment” activities.
Often, corrective experiences modify the duration and intensity of instruction. That is, they often
reflect traditional educational decisions, such as to spend more time teaching a skill or to practice
a skill more. Evidence of innovative instructional practices that work to resolve specific deficits
in composite student skills is less common. Further investigation aimed at identifying specific
teaching practices within these corrective and enrichment activities at these schools is merited.

Because schools with less-developed assessment systems had not completed the alignment
process and did not have staff with the capacity to perform in-depth analyses of their assessment
data, they were less able to hypothesize causal relationships between their curriculum, their
instruction, their local assessment results, and their state assessment results. As a result,
individuals at these schools seldom mentioned the relationship between assessment results and
modifications to instructional tools and practices.
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Finding 5. Schools with well-developed assessment systems limit the quantity of
student assessments to those that are purposeful and aligned.

Assessment costs schools time, effort, and money. Schools with well-developed systems
identified which tools were of value to them and discontinued using those that were not. They
struck a balance between the depth of the system, the richness of the data, and the cost and utility
of the assessment system. The general philosophy driving educators at the school, coupled with
findings from extensive analyses of assessment data, such as those previously described,

informed their decision-making process regarding the use of individual tools.

At the schools with well-developed assessment systems, educators continuously evaluated the
efficacy of their overall system and the contributions of individual tools. When tools were deemed
too costly, relative to the utility of the data they offered, they were dropped. For example, several
schools reported discontinuing the local administration of certain commercially available
standardized assessments. Some were investigating alternative large-scale assessments that were
better aligned with local curriculum standards. Others discontinued the practice altogether.

Schools with less-developed assessment systems made the effort to collect data on student
achievement, often from multiple sources. Some of these schools were balancing several
initiatives sponsored by different agencies, each initiative having its own set of assessment tools.
Yet because the schools’ approaches to assessment were not systematic and they were unable to
effectively analyze assessment data, the payoff for these efforts was unclear. That is, at some of
these schools, teachers and administrators reported putting great efforts into assessing student
progress but doing little work to analyze, coordinate, and conceptualize the results.
Paradoxically, some of these schools may have been “overassessing” their students.

Finding 6. Schools with well-developed assessment systems allocate time for
collaboration, reflection, and decision making based on student assessment data.

Teachers frequently report having to juggle multiple responsibilities and to balance competing
demands on their time. Nonetheless, teachers at schools with well-developed assessment systems
performed much of the hands-on, time-consuming work during the alignment process. They also
shared, compared, and discussed assessment data while forming hypotheses and solutions about
their own curricular or instructional needs. This typically occurred through a combination of one-
on-one meetings or regular small-group sessions throughout the school year. They also shared
student assessment data with parents, usually through conferences that they led or by facilitating
those that were student led. How, then, did they perform and have time for these formidable tasks?

Teachers suggested that they could not have improved their assessment systems without
additional support, due to their lack of experience with these tasks. Much of the support came
from local school districts or IEAs and took the form of professional development with teachers.
District leaders with expertise in this area provided conceptual frameworks, materials, and
guidance for committees of teachers as they performed curriculum gap analyses, defined their
local standards, aligned their local curriculum and assessment systems to state standards, and
worked to understand student needs. Developing and maintaining these improvements were
time-consuming processes.
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This work required creative scheduling, allowing time for teachers within schools and throughout
districts to meet regularly. The strategies adopted by schools were simple, yet required flexible
thinking, a willing staff, and, at times, union negotiation for more accommodating schedules and
job descriptions. Table 2 outlines how the various schools managed to create time for teacher
reflection and the concrete activities that occurred during that time.

The commitment of districts and/or IEAs to building the capacity of school staff in. their use of
assessment data was consistent in each of the schools with well-developed student assessment
systems. These “capacity-building models” varied slightly from site to site, and the name was not
coined as such or visually represented. Yet because of their integral role in the use of assessment
data, we have chosen to illustrate an approximation of the models as they were observed in these
schools (see Figure 3). You will note that teachers are central in the models. Within the context
of receiving training and support from external sources and their instructional leader, teachers do
the hands-on work to design their assessment systems and are the primary decision makers
regarding curricular and instructional interventions. As a result, participating teachers made great
leaps in their own skills, were able to train others, and reported taking pride in their expanded
roles. Other positive consequences of this work were reportedly increased communication
throughout the system and mutual ownership of the curriculum and assessment system.

Among schools with less-developed assessment practices, some struggled with the logistics of
professional collaboration and lacked the leadership needed to provide professional development
targeted toward improving their assessment systems. Several of the schools were unaware of
where to turn for this additional support and had not identified ways to make time available to
teachers for these activities. Perhaps most important, some of these schools had not yet embarked
on the alignment process and therefore had not identified the need for collaboration.

Other schools did embrace teacher collaboration and successfully made time for this activity.
However, at some of these schools the activities included only a small group of teachers, not the
entire staff. At others, teachers met regularly to discuss student progress and to problem solve
regarding student needs. These schools were clearly progressing in the right direction, but lacked
the assessment system and related data analyses to inform their decision making.
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Figure 3. Building the Capacity of Data Consumers Throughout the System
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Summary and Conclusions

This study describes the general natures and uses of school-based student assessment systems in
a small sample of elementary, middle, and high schools. We have relied solely on descriptive
analyses and presentation of data obtained during our visits to these schools. In order to make
these findings clear to readers of this report, we separated the schools into two groups: those that
had well-developed student assessment systems and those whose assessment systems were less-
developed. We readily acknowledge that this dichotomy of schools risks oversimplification and
some insensitivity to situational hardships at some schools that made it difficult for them to
optimally use student assessment data. For instance, some teachers and administrative staff were
implementing other school initiatives or reforms and, in so doing, may not have reflected on how
student assessments could have assisted them in reaching their goals. Other schools—particularly
those in poor and/or multilingual districts—may not have had the staff or resources to
simultaneously contend with these demographic challenges while developing and implementing
an assessment system.

Nevertheless, the strategy of characterizing the schools in this manner has been useful for
bringing some of the broader findings to light. For instance, we found that schools in the well-
developed group:

e Were very similar with regard to the general strategies they invoked to align their
standards and curriculum to the multiple student assessments they used. These strategies
included standardized state and district exams and assessments used in entire schools and
in individual classrooms.

e Were similar in the purposes for which they used student assessment results. For
example, use of assessment not only informed teachers’ and administrators’ instructional
decision making, but were also used to validate whether all assessment tools were
yielding consistent information and remained aligned with state and local goals for
learning.

e Were very serious about committing time and resources to developing teachers’ and
administrators’ capacity to reflect upon and use assessment data as the basis for decisions
affecting the curriculum and instruction. For example, these schools scheduled time for
teachers to discuss the progress of individual and groups of students using evidence
obtained from multiple—but coordinated—assessments and, more important, to
formulate an instructional response to students’ needs.

e Had the attitude that in assessment, “less is more.” That is, they maximized the efficiency
of their assessment systems, testing as much as was needed, but no more than was
necessary.

e Admitted that they would never be “done” designing their curricula and assessment

systems. The data gleaned from student assessment served to facilitate “self-correction,”
or continuous, informed improvement of the system itself.
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In contrast, schools in the less-developed group had made less progress in aligning the various
elements of an assessment system (i.¢., standards, curriculum, assessment tools) and had not
articulated a clear purpose for the assessments they used. This lack of progress was compounded
by the difficulty these schools had in analyzing and using their current assessment data to
conceptualize strengths and needs at the student, classroom, and school level on an ongoing
basis. Some of the schools in the less-developed group recognized the benefits of teacher
collaboration and were facilitating this process. However, the teachers were not able to inform
their work with assessment data to the same degree as teachers in the well-developed schools and
did not benefit from the same level of capacity building from experienced, skilled leaders.

Without the availability or understanding of their own assessment data, these schools had difficulty
prioritizing which assessment tools to use and which to discontinue. As a result, some were
practicing a “more is better” approach to assessment, using too many assessments with no clear
connection. In short, these schools lacked what Cizek and Rachor (1994) have called a planned
assessment System, “one in which each assessment activity that occurs is conducted for a well-
articulated purpose; the benefits and beneficiaries of the assessment are clearly defined, the uses of
the assessment information are real, tangible, and valued by the users; and the assessments are
conducted in an efficient manner, ensuring that assessment time is not wasted gathering redundant
information and reducing the time available for instruction” (Cizek, 1995, p. 247).

Our intent for this report was simple: to find out more about how schools use the data they
receive from multiple assessments and to identify and describe the factors, conditions, and
supports that optimize schools’ use of these data. These findings could be used to develop a
framework for studying school-based student assessment practices more comprehensively (e.g.,
in states). This framework may include, for instance, the following five dimensions as a basis for
determining (a) the extent to which schools vary along each and (b) how—and how much—each
contributes to a coherent, school-based student assessment system:

e Use of shared, coordinated resources

e The degree to which the assessments schools used are aligned with standards, such as
those prescribed or recommended by the state

e The degree to which the assessments schools use are aligned with each other

e The extent to which the language of standards for student achievement is used in
communication with school staff, parents, and the students themselves

e The extent to which results of assessments are used by teachers and administrative staff
as the basis for instructional and other forms of decision making

In the near term, this report can be used by education agencies at different levels of the system to
reflect on their own capacities and resources to assist schools in the development of coherent,
effective student assessment systems. We conclude this report with some recommendations for
how state, regional, and local educational agencies may proceed. These recommendations are
organized and presented in four parts: (1) improving networks, (2) involving and supporting
teachers, (3) formal professional development for teachers and school administrators, and (4)
other resources and assistance to schools. ' :
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Recommendations

Improving Networks

e Develop a state network of Intermediate Education Agencies (IEAs) Jor exchanging

information on the use of state assessment results and other assessments for school
improvement planning, curriculum alignment, and developing local assessments.

Findings from NCREL’s study indicated that some IEAs play an instrumental role in local
efforts to improve school-based assessment systems. For example, IEAs provide valuable
guidance and technical assistance to schools for mapping local curriculum to state standards
and benchmarks, interpreting results obtained from state tests, and developing local student
assessments and scoring rubrics and aligning these to state standards and assessments. IEAs
might be used increasingly to (a) disseminate information to schools about state curriculum
frameworks, standards, and assessments; (b) share local models and strategies for designing
aligned, school-based assessment systems; and (c) help identify individuals at the school,
district, or IEA level who can serve as data gurus and/or number crunchers for schools, and
who can help train school personnel to perform these roles themselves.

State departments might act as the central node of these networks by providing IEAs with
information about the state curriculum frameworks, the state assessment, state content and
performance standards, sample scoring rubrics, and general guidelines for interpreting
aggregated and disaggregated results. IEAs, in turn, can pass these resources along to schools.

Involving and Supporting Teachers

Encourage schools and districts to integrally involve teachers in local efforts to develop and
use local assessment systems that satisfy local needs and align with state frameworks.

Schools that appeared to be making the most headway in implementing effective school-
based student assessment systems were using what may be the most valuable resource
available to them: their own teachers. Specifically, two of the characteristics differentiating
schools that were identified as having well-developed assessment systems from those that
had less-developed ones were: (1) the degree to which teachers were involved in various
phases of local assessment work; and (2) the degree to which schools created time for
teachers to regularly meet, plan, and discuss the relationship between the assessments they
used in the classroom and those used at the school, district, and state levels.

Encourage schools to allocate more time—or modify existing schedules—so that teachers
may analyze and reflect upon student assessment data, plan revisions to their curriculum and
teaching practices, and receive inservice support on how to use student assessment data
effectively.

Studies of education reform and improvement efforts invariably identify time as a major

challenge. This is no exception in the present case. If teachers are going to become more
integrally involved in the development of a student assessment system at their school, they

8



are going to require that either additional time be allocated to this work or that the time that
they have in schools is allocated differently to accommodate the need. The schools in the
well-developed group appeared to be successful at achieving the latter.

Formal Professional Development

e Increase the state's presence in the field by providing inservice activities that will assist
teachers and school administrators in understanding how the state curriculum frameworks
and assessments can help in the development of school-based student assessment systems.

It is clear that state curriculum frameworks, content standards, performance benchmarks,
and, in some instances, sample test items are typically matters of public domain and,
therefore, readily available to many school administrators and teachers on, for example, SEA
Web sites or through direct mailings. However, this study suggests that school staff may not
be using these resources to develop student assessment systems or in their efforts to generally
improve schooling as extensively as intended by the state agencies and commissions that
developed these materials.

Teachers and principals noted during site visits that these documents tended to be too large and
complex and were particularly uninviting as prinfed documents. Interviewees said they wanted
and needed more examples they could use in the classroom of actual applications of the
standards in instruction and/or assessments that align with their state’s assessment. Many states
do develop supplementary materials or toolkits that can be used by teachers, principals, and
district staff to detect discrepancies between local curriculum and state standards, plan subject
area instructional units, design classroom assessments, and plan a district assessment system.
There may be a need for state departments of education to couple “live” demonstrations of
these products in the field whenever possible so that these kinds of materials may be used more
effectively in helping schools develop their school-based student assessment systems.

e Encourage state teachers’ colleges to offer courses on the role of assessment in instruction,
the analysis and application of assessment data, and the use of state content and
performance standards.

Principals who participated in this study consistently reported that new teachers, most of
whom presumably attended state teachers’ colleges, were not knowledgeable about the state
standards pertaining to the grade level and/or subject they teach. Nor were they adequately
trained in how to assess student achievement and how to apply the results of student
assessments to their instruction. SEAs should encourage state teachers’ colleges to integrate
information about state content frameworks, standards, and assessments into the coursework
of preservice teachers. SEAs might also consider developing curriculum units that it could
recommend for use in college-level courses for preservice teachers.

Other Resources and Assistance to Schools

e Provide teachers with samples of state assessment items to assist them in aligning their
instruction and/or classroom assessments to state content standards.
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Many of the teachers interviewed wanted to be sure that the instruction they give their
students is consistent with state standards in the core subject areas and, therefore, would
maximize their students’ chances of performing well on future state assessments. Teachers
often indicated that examples of items that either appeared on previous state assessments that
were no longer in circulation or items that mimicked those used on current assessments
would provide teachers with a clear understanding of the kinds of skills students would need
to succeed on future state assessments. Furthermore, these items could be incorporated into
their daily instructional and assessment practices.

o Consider returning students’ scored state exams, scoring rubrics, and scorers’ comments 10
schools.

As an added measure to help teachers validly interpret results and plan effective instruction,
SEAs might consider returning to schools photocopies of their students’ work, the scoring
rubrics that were applied in evaluating the quality of students’ responses, and the written
comments of scorers. Depending on when state assessments are scored, returned papers can
be distributed to the teachers of assessed students during the same school year, or to teachers
at the next grade level of the following school year.

e Explore and develop policies and strategies that address the reporting of English Language
Learners’ (ELL) results. Also, work with schools with large ELL populations to enhance
their interpretation of data from state assessments.

Students whose native language is not English are being included with more regularity in
standards-based assessments. Higher rates of inclusion in educational assessments, particularly
at the state level, can be attributed to policies that are designed to hold schools accountable for
the performance of all eligible students. Such policies are rooted in a commitment to ensuring
equity in educational opportunity and have been bolstered by recently enacted federal law.*Itis
not clear, however, how data should be reported so that schools, teachers, and families can use
the information to improve curriculum and instruction.

Principals and teachers in schools with high concentrations of students whose first language
is not English (English Language Learners) indicated in interviews that they would welcome
state performance reports that included aggregate school scores (for each grade level tested)
and scores that were disaggregated by students’ English proficiency (i.e,, “flagged” scores).
This practice—coupled with the release of state assessment items, scoring rubrics, and
students’ scored tests—would enhance educators’ understanding of the performance of ELLs
in their school and, therefore, assist in planning future instruction for students with special
language needs. We also recommend that similar reporting strategies and policies be
explored for students with learning disabilities.

4 On June 4, 1997, President Clinton signed into law the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments of
1997 (P.L. 105-17). The law introduced new requirements to complement such previous requirements as “free
appropriate public education,” “individualized educational programs (IEP),” and “least restrictive environment,”
which have reshaped special education in the past two decades.
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Appendix A: Teacher Protocol

As you know, we are visiting your school today to learn more about the student assessments you
use, how you and your colleagues use the results of these tests, and the kinds of consequences
that follow from these uses. The Michigan Department of Education (MDE) has identified your
school for this study because of the way you use and think about student assessment dataasa
way of improving teaching and learning. Our organization, NCREL, will use the findings of this
study to write a policy paper for the MDE that describes the range of assessment practices that
are being used and the school conditions that support effective use of student assessments. Your
school will receive a copy of this report.

First, could you tell me a little about yourself? How long have you been a teacher? In this
school? What subject do you teach (if applicable)?

the development and/or implementation of school- or district-level assessment systems in the
past?
Probes:

e Have you ever had any direct involvement in writing state content standards,
designing tests, writing items?

e If so, what were your impressions of those efforts? What did you learn from those
experiences?

O.K., let’s talk a little about the student assessments, or achievement tests that are used in this
school. ..

Types of Assessments

What kinds of student assessments does your school currently use?

Probes:
e Who uses these assessments and their results? How? For what purposes?

e When and how often do you and your colleagues use student assessment data to
inform:

a. Instructional decision making?
b. Program and/or curriculum evaluation?

c. School or district policies?

May I take a copy of some of these tools with me?
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School Culture Regarding Assessment

Is learning about and using student assessment data a priority in your school and/or district?

Probes:

e In relation to other school- and districtwide initiatives (e.g., technology, parent
involvement, school safety), how much emphasis is currently given to using student
assessment data more effectively?

e When using student assessment data becomes a top priority in your school/district,
what kind of use does it tend to be? Whom does this serve?

Are there any formal or informal mechanisms in place at your school to support the use of
student assessments?

Probes:

e For instance, do you meet with other teachers to:

a.
b.
c.
d.

Discuss the student assessments in your school
Analyze results and/or trends in students’ scores
Discuss strategies for applying assessment information to instruction, etc.

Collaboratively evaluate student work at the same and/or multiple grade levels?

e How often?

e What tends to be the focus of these discussions? Do you discuss student work in
relation to state or other standards and benchmarks?

Utility

Which assessments are most important or useful to you? In what ways are these useful?

Probes:

e How do you know when a student has learned something?

e To what extent do you rely on assessments to tell you this?

e Which assessments do you trust most and least? Which guide your thinking the
most/least? Why? What kinds of data are you most likely to respond to?

May I take a copy of some of these tools with me?

Do you think that the assessment system at this school works well? Why or why not?
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Probes:

e Describe the kinds of school conditions that are necessary to effectively implement
and use student assessments.

e What conditions impede successful implementation and use?

Are there any assessments in this school that, if you had your choice, you would rather not use
(e.g., those that you are required to use)? Why?

Are there any assessment tools that you wish you had but that you currently don’t have access
to? Explain.
Alignment

Do the assessments you use link to either state or local standards (or both)?

Probes:
e In what ways?
e Do you feel there is anything missing (i.e., not covered by the assessments)? If so,
what?

How do you link what you teach to the different assessments your school uses?

Probes:

e Does this vary depending on the assessment tool?

e Can you give me some examples?

Professional Development

Have there been professional development opportunities to support your use of these assessments
or to enhance your general knowledge of student testing? Please describe.

Probes:
e What has been the focus of this training?
e How extensive is it? How often do you and your colleagues participate?
e Has this been useful to you? Why/why not?
e How would you rate the quality of these professional development opportunities?

Do you feel you are sufficiently trained to feel comfortable using the student assessments (and
their data) implemented at your school?

Probe for details, examples.
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Cost / Benefit

We’ve talked about your perceptions of the utility of assessments and the professional
development and time required to use them effectively. How do you assess the bottom line? Are
the benefits of these assessments worth the time and effort you put into using them?

Closing Question

Before we conclude, I want to give you the opportunity to tell MDE what you think is the most
important thing they should know about how your school uses student assessment data, the
challenges it and you as a professional face, and how the Department could support your efforts?




Appendix B: Administrator Protocol

As you know, we are visiting your school today to learn more about the student assessments you
use, how you and your colleagues use the results of these tests, and the kinds of consequences that
follow from these uses. The MDE has identified your school for this study because of the way you
use and think about student assessment data as a way of improving teaching and learning. Our
organization, NCREL, will use the findings of this study to write a policy paper for the MDE that
describes the range of assessment practices that are being used and the school conditions that
support effective use of student assessments. You will receive a copy of this report.

First, could you tell me a little about yourself? How long have you been a principal/coordinator?
In this school?

Have you ever had any direct involvement in the development and/or implementation of school-
or district-level assessment systems in the past?

Probes:
e Writing state content standards, designing tests, writing items?
e If so, what were your impressions of those efforts? What did you learn from those

experiences?

O.K,, let’s talk a little about the student assessments or achievement tests that are used in this
school...

Types of Assessments

What kinds of student assessments does your school currently use?

Probes:
e Who uses these assessments and their results? How? For what purposes? How often?
a. Instructional decision making?
b. Program and/or curriculum evaluation?
c. School or district policies?
e May I take a copy of some of these tools with me?
o Is there a written school or district plan for using student assessment results? If so,

may I take a copy with me?

Could you briefly describe the process that led up to the choices your school (or district) has
made in terms of the assessments it uses and how it uses assessment results?
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Probes:
e What kinds of assessments have you used in the past?

e How have the assessments you’ve used—and the purposes for using them—changed
over the years? Why did they change? What have you learned?

e Are you planning any changes in the near future with regard to student assessment? If
so, what are they and why are you making them?

Alignment

Has your school or district made any efforts to align the multiple student assessments it uses to
each other and/or to content standards specified by either the district or state? If so, can you
briefly describe this process and the status of the work?

Probe:
e How do you know when assessments are aligned either with each other or with
content frameworks/standards?

Professional Development

Have there been professional development opportunities to support your staff’s use of these
assessments and/or to enhance their general knowledge of student testing? Please describe.
Probes:
e What has been the focus of these efforts?

¢ Have you had opportunities for professional development in using student assessment
information in ways that are distinct from how your staff might use assessment
information?

e How would you rate the quality of these professional development opportunities?
e Have these opportunities been useful to you and your staff? Why/why not?

e Do you feel you are sufficiently trained/competent to use the student assessments
(and their data) implemented at your school?

Costs/Benefits

How costly are the student assessments your school uses in terms of:
¢ Actual expenditures for materials and professional development?
e Aligning assessments with each other and/or district/state content standards?
e Time away from instruction?

e Other?

Do you think the benefits of these assessments are worth their costs? Explain.
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School Assessment Culture and Support

Is learning about and using student assessment data a priority in your school and/or district?

Probes:

e In relation to other school- and districtwide initiatives (e.g., parent involvement,
school safety), how much emphasis is currently given to using student assessment
data more effectively?

e When using student assessment data becomes a top priority in your school/district,
what kind of use does it tend to be? Whom does this serve?

Are there any formal or informal mechanisms in place at your school to support the use of
student assessments?
Probes:
e For instance, do teachers meet with you and/or other teachers to:
a. Discuss the student assessments in your school?
b. Analyze results and/or trends in students’ scores?
c. Discuss strategies for applying assessment information to instruction, etc.?
e How often?

e What tends to be the focus of these discussions?
Utility
Which assessments are most important or useful to you? In what ways are these useful?

Probes:
e How do you know when a student has learned something?
e To what extent do you rely on assessments to tell you this?
e Which assessments do you trust most and least? Which guide your thinking the
most/least? Why? What kinds of data are you most likely to respond to?
Do you think that the assessment system at this school works well? Why or why not?

Probes:

e Describe the kinds of school conditions that are necessary to effectively implement
and use student assessments. '

e What conditions impede successful implementation and use?
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Are there any assessments in this school that, if you had your choice, you would rather-not use
(e.g., those that you are required to use)? Why?

Are there any assessment tools that you wish you had but that you currently don’t have access
to? Explain.
Closing Question

Before we conclude, I want to give you the opportunity to tell MDE what you think is the most
important thing they should know about how your school uses student assessment data, the
challenges it and you as a principal face, and how the Department could support your efforts.
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Appendix D: Teaching for Mastery—Teacher Outline

TEACHING FOR MASTERY

The learner will:

Standards to teach/assess | 3.4 Demonstrate knowledge of nonfiction by:

a. Identifying author’s purpose.

b. Determining topic, main idea, and supporting detail.
c¢. Comparing and contrasting.

d. Determining what is fact or opinion.

e. Locating information in appropriate reference materials
(dictionary, encyclopedia, atlas, almanac, newspaper)

Vocabulary

Prerequisite New

(vocabulary needed prior to instruction) (vocabulary to be introduced during instruction)

Instructional Plan

Information/Concepts Procedures to Follow Instructional Sequence
(main instructional concepts) (preteaching, instructional steps, (organize sequence in which

materials needed) information is introduced)

Assessment
Correctives Enrichment Summative
(corrective action for students that | (enrichment activities for students | (identification of which districtwide
do not master concepts) that show mastery of concepts assessment tool(s) will be used to
before or after the lesson) certify mastery of concepts)
44 North Central Regional Educational Laboratory
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